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INTRODUCTION

The information gathered and compiled in the following description was part

of an effort performed for the US Army Concepts Analysis Agency under Contract

MDA9O3-88-D-l000, Delivery Order Number 40. The objective of the effort was to

collect detailed historical data on at least five combat actions where US forces

were defending against enemy armor attacks. The data set will be used in a joint

US/UK analysis of the degradation in anti-armor defense effectiveness under

combat conditions. The resulting degradation factors will allow projections of

the combat performance of future anti-armor defenses to be based upon a balanced

combination of historical and instrumented field test data.

A complete description of the work performed by SAIC is found in Volume I,

Technical Report. This Volume describes the result of the detailed date

collection on the engagements at Mortain, France, during World War II. The

engagements examined were Le Fantay, St. Barthelmy, and Abbaye Blanche.

Fourteen combat actions were described from these engagements.
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CHAPTER 1
THE BATTLE OF NORTAIN

GENERAL BACKGROUND

For' nearly six weeks following the cross-channel attack, the Germans
frustrated the Allies' efforts to expand their lodgement area. Finally, the
American attack at St. Lo on July 25 ruptured the German lines. By the end of
July 1944, US forces had opened a corridor 20 miles wide stretching from St. Lo
south to Rennes. The 1st and 3d US Armies of the Twelfth Army Group pushed
divisions through this corridor into southern France. From there, they could
eventually circle into Brittany to the west, and move east to Paris. Lying
within this corridor, approximately 30 miles to the south of St. Lo, the crucial
road centers of Avranches and Villedieu were in American hands and provided the
only supply route for units exploiting to the south.

For the Germans, the situation was critical. Aided by the defensive
strength of the French bocace (hedgerows), the German Army had been able to hold
its own in a static situation and confine the Americans and British to a narrow
lodgement area for over six weeks following the landings at Normandy. But the
breakout at St. Lo transformed this positional warfare into a war of maneuver.

b Largely horse-drawn, German units were ill-equipped to compete in mobile
operations. Allied air superiority, exposing any daylight movement to air
attack, further restricted German mobility and sapped morale. Finally, the
hedgerow battles had caused a steady drain on men and equipment which Germany,
after five years of war, could not replace. Disorganization and low morale
plagued German units, particularly their infantry.

Believing that the narrow corridor offered an opportunity to reverse German
fortunes, on 2 August Hitler ordered Field Marshal von Kluge (supreme commander
of the Germans in France and the Low Countries) to plan a counterattack aimed at

I The following narrative is a compilation of various official records and published sources, including
the US Army's official history of the Normandy campaign, Breakout and Pursuit by Martin Bluemnson; the 30th
Infantry Division's history Work Horse of the Western Front - The Story of the 30th Infantry Division by Robert
L. Hewitt; numerous unit records and monographs, both American and German; and several secondary sources
published in English, German, or French. The Bibliography at Appendix A provides a complete list of sources.
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retaking Avranches (see Figure 1). For this counterattack, the German High
Command commtlt-ed four Panzer Divisions of the XLVII Panzer Corps. These were

the 1st SS-Panzer Division ("Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler"), 2d Panzer Division,
2d SS-Panzer Division ("Das Reich") supported by remnants of the 17th SS-
Panzergrenadier Division ("Goetz von Berlichingen"), and the 116th Panzer
Division ("Windhund"). Together, these units had 120 to 190 tanks. The Germans
codenamed the attack "Operation Luettich," Luettich being the German name for the

Belgian city of Liege.

The German plan of attack was twofold. First, they were to move west,
approximately 20 miles, following roads to the north and south of the See' River

to Avranches. With this maneuver, the Germans hoped to reestablish defensive
lines along the See' River facing the north, while at the same time cutting off
1st and 3rd Armies' supply routes and effectively separating the two Armies. A
supporting objective of the German counterattack was the tactically crucial Hill
314 located just to the east of the town of Mortain. Hill 314 would provide the
Germans with unobstructed observation of all US movement south of the See' River,
while at the same time the US would be denied the unexcelled eastward observation

which the hill afforded.

Von Kluge viewed this counterattack as an opportunity to reestablish a
German defensive line. He believed this line could at best allow the Germans to
restore a fixed defense and at worst permit a controlled withdrawal of the

beleaguered German forces from Normandy, and he planned accordingly. There was
only a week to bring any available forces into position, and von Kluge set the
time of the attack for the early morning hours of 7 August. But on 6 August, a
few hours before the attack was scheduled to begin, Generaloberst Alfred Jodl
(one of Hitler's top aides) telephoned von Kluge and informed him that Hitler,
hoping to push the Allies into the sea with a more ambitious offensive, intended
to make available an additional 140 tanks and a division of armored vehicles for
the attack in order to launch a major offensive aimed at isolating and destroying

US forces south of Avranches. Von Kluge had not planned such a major operation,
and believed it could not succeed. In von Kluge's view the rapidly deteriorating
tactical situation did not allow time to assemble more forces, and he was able

to convince Hitler that speed was paramount.
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So, under Hitler's scrutiny, von Kluge launched the understrength, hastily
prepared countirattack in the early morning hours of 7 August with the goal of

advancing west along the See' River to Avranches, while taking Hill 314 at
Mortain. The fact that the 1st SSPzD was still about 12 miles west of its
planned assembly area at the time scheduled for the attack underscores the
disarray of German preparations.

US FORCES IN THE NORTAIN AREA

On the morning of 6 August the US 30th Infantry Division, attached to VII
Corps, 1st Army, moved to Mortain where it relieved the 1st Infantry Division.
The 30th ID was composed of three infantry regiments (the 117th, 119th, and the
120th), division artillery, and other supporting elements. Attachments to the
Division included the 823d Tank Destroyer Battalion (Towed), 743d Tank Battalion,
and 531st Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion. Upon arriving in the Mortain area
during the evening of 6 August, the 117th Inf Regt occupied positions held by the
26th Inf Regt in St. Barthelmy; the 120th Inf Regt moved into Mortain and
positions on Hill 314 relieving the 18th Inf Regt; and the 119th Inf Regt went
into reserve about 5km west of Juvigny.

For the most part, the 30th ID simply occupied the 1st ID's defensive
positions and had no opportunity to develop its own defensive arrangements. The
1st ID had prepared hasty positions, expecting only to pause before continuing

to advance, and the deficiencies of these defenses would hamper the 30th ID's
effort to hold Mortain. Traffic snarls delayed the movement of the division to
Mortain, and the Division Commander, Major General Hobbs, did not assume command
of the sector until 2000 hrs -- only 4 hours before the scheduled German attack.
At unit level the situation was often worse. The last elements of the supporting
823d Tank Destroyer Battalion moved into position between 0200 hrs and 0430 hrs,
in darkness and only three hours before the German attack. Under these
circumstances, it was impossible to prepare proper defensive positions.
Available intelligence information suggested that the Germans had only light
cavalry forces east of Mortain, and if there was to be any attack, it would
probably come from the northeast.
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THE INITIAL GERNAN THRUST

The Germans attacked Mortain shortly after midnight, 7 August 1944. They

organized a three pronged attack consisting of four German divisions (see Figure

2a), designed to capture Hill 314 east of Mortain and to break through to

Avranches. The 2d PzD was at the center of the attack, striking west through St.

Barthelmy. The 2d SSPzD was south of the 2d PzD with the mission of attacking

west through Mortain. To the north, the 116th PzD was to move west along the

north of See' River, protecting the right flank of the operation. (The expected

support from the 116th PzD never materialized, and did not play a role in the

battle.) The lst-SSPzD, in reserve, was to be used as an exploitation force to

capture Avranches.

The 2d PzD attacked in two columns (see Figure 2b). The southern-most

column, consisting of 2d PzD tanks and troops, plus one panzer battalion of the

1st SSPzD and the consolidated 17th SS-Panzer Grenadier Regiment, attacked St.
Barthelmy where they encountered stiff resistance from the 1st Bn, 117th Inf Regt

who were occupying positions in the town and to the west along the Juvigny road.

After suffering heavy casualties and severe tank losses (30 reported damaged or

destroyed), the remnants of the southern column ground to a halt just west of

Juvigny. The northern column of the 2d PzD moved west, north of the 1/111th, and

onward to le Mesnil Tove where they encountered elements of the 39th Inf Regt of

the 9th Infantry Division. They continued westward and stopped about 1km west

of le Mesnil-Adelee, within observation of 1st Bn, 119th Inf Regt.

The 2d SSPzD, responsible for taking Mortain and Hill 314, also attacked

in two columns. 2d SSPzD initiated its attack by conducting a pincer movement:

the northern-most column moved south through the town of Mortain while the

southern column came northward through Foret de Mortain and around Hill 314.

Second Bn, 120th Inf Regt met the German advance with fierce resistance. As part
of the forces guarding the southern flank, the 3d platoon, A Company, 823d TD Bn

became a harbinger of the fate of other 823d units. Unprotected by American
infantry, the 3d platoon drove off the first dawn attack by German infantry, but

the Germans subsequently surrounded the tank destroyer men and drove them from

their guns with heavy losses. Eventually, the Germans were able to clear the
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city of Mortain, but they were unable to push elements of 2/120th off of the

tactically criTical Hill 314, and they could not eliminate the roadblock to the

north of Mortain at Abbaye-Blanche. Elements of 2d SSPzD continued on to the

southwest before stopping roughly halfway between Mortain and St. Hilaire.

By about noon of 7 August, the German counterattack designed to retake

Avranches bogged down over ten miles away from its objective with heavy losses

of men and tanks. As Figure 2b illustrates, the Germans' main attack made little

progress while the secondary efforts achieved deep, but ultimately indecisive

penetrations - a foreshadowing of the German offensive four months later in the

Ardennes. The 30th ID, for its part, had also suffered heavy losses during the

morning hours of 7 August but, against heavy odds, had succeeded in halting the

German attack. Though St. Barthelmy and Mortain had been overrun, the US still

held Hill 314 from where they were able to maintain constant observation of

German movements and adjust artillery fire on them, multiplying their losses.

In addition, the American defense at Abbaye Blanche defeated the German thrust

around the north side of Hill 314 and subsequently damaged German forces

attempting to move north to reinforce the main attack at St. Barthelmy.

The weather conditions during the Mortain Counterattack initially favored

the German attacking forces. Darkness and heavy fog in the morning hours

concealed the German advance until they were nearly on top of the American

positions. But as the fog lifted, clear observation favored the defense since

fire was more accurate, artillery could be more accurately adjusted, and the

overwhelmingly superior air power of the US forces could come into play.

Both US and German records from the Mortain counterattack credit Allied air

power with playing an important role in the outcome of the battle. Reports go

so far as to say that none of the 300 planes promised by the Luftwaffe as air

support for the counterattack managed to get beyond their own airfields.

Throughout the battle, in addition to removing the threat of German air support,

Allied air support damaged or destroyed numerous German tanks and armored

vehicles, about 30 near St. Barthelmy alone.
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CHAPTER 2

THE ST. BARTHELNY ENGAGEHENT

The southern column of the 2d PzD supported by a battalion of tanks from

the 1st SSPzD and a weak regiment of the 17th SSPzGD attacked the village of St.
Barthelmy, located approximately 4km north of Mortain (see Figure 3). The
Germans intended that this force should drive through St. Barthelmy and westward
through Juvigny, clearing the way for the 1st SSPzD which was to exploit and

capture Avranches.

1st Bn, 117th Inf Regt, supported by B Co., 823d TO Bn defended St.
Barthelmy. A and C Companies of the 1/117th held positions in the town itself,
while B Co., 117th was positioned approximately 800 meters to the northwest. The

guns of B Co., 823d, guarded key avenues of approach.

The Germans first struck shortly after midnight on the morning of 7 August,

and aimed at a roadblock (Action 1) established about 1km north of St. Barthelmy

along the main road leading into the town from the north. Elements of 3d Plt,
B Co., 117th Inf Regt, consisting of half a platoon of troops, two heavy machine

guns, a Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR) team, two bazookas, and two 57mm guns

(accounts of the exact composition of the roadblock vary) manned the roadblock.
The Germans attacked with 2 to 4 tanks plus supporting infantry. US troops

engaged one of the tanks with 10 to 15 rounds from one of the 57mm guns before
the gun was knocked out. Eventually, the German force proved too great for the

defending US troops who withdrew to secondary defensive lines. Though
successful, the Germans did not attempt to exploit their success but, instead,

remained in the vicinity of the roadblock for several hours (possibly having
received word that other divisions in the attack had postponed operations for a

few hours pending the arrival of the delayed 1st SSPzO).

The Germans' next move came from the south at about 0315. A small

roadblock located approximately 2km to the south of St. Barthelmy along the road

connecting St. Barthelmy and Mortain fell quickly. By 0545, the Germans fanned
out and attacked the town from the south and east. Because of the heavy fog, the
Germans had the advantage in the attack. US defenders could only fire at the

10
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muzzle flashes of the German tanks. Third platoon, B Co., 823d, led by Lt.

George Greene, was the most advanced Tank Destroyer unit, located in the town

(Actions 2 through 7). The platoon moved into position at 0200 hrs, only a few

hours before the Germans struck. During the engagement, the Germans overran the

platoon, damaging or destroying all of the platoon's guns. However, the platoon

destroyed at least six German tanks before being overrun and, more importantly,

cost time.

At 0930 hrs 2, the fighting was still fierce with heavy losses mounting on

both sides. 1Lt Neel, Plt Leader of 1st Plt, B Co., 823d TD Bn, responded to the

need to reinforce anti-tank defense by ordering one of his 3" guns into a

supporting position (Actions 9 and 10). This gun, located just outside of town

(see Figure 4), succeeded in knocking out one German Mk V tank at a range of 15-

20 meters, close enough for Neel to hear the German tank commander giving fire

commands to his gunner. After the first shot, the very heavy small arms fire and

hand grenades forced the gun crew to abandon the gun after removing its firing

pin. Neel and the crew withdrew cross-country to 1st Plt's position along the

Juvigny road to obtain another gun, which Neel brought into position overwatching

the Juvigny road about 1km west of St. Barthelmy.

This second 3" gun, occupying a covered position along the St. Barthelmy-

Juvigny Road, quickly accounted for one German tank (possibly a Mark VI, but

probably a Mark V) as the Germans proceeded west. Shortly after this, an

overwatching German tank fired an HE round at Neel's gun, forcing him and his

2 Light data for the Nortain area on 6-7 August 1944 is as follows (Source: US Naval Observatory for 48*

40'N 0055'W)

EENT (End Evening Nautical Twilight) 6 Aug 2057 UT (Universal Time)
BMNT (Beginning Morning Nautical Twilight 7 Aug 0323 UT
Moonrise 6 Aug 2103 UT
Moonset 7 Aug 0655 UT

As far as can be determined. US forces in France used UT to simplify coordination with air force units in
England, even though France is in a different time zone. However, allied forces used double daylight savings
which advanced local times by two hours. Local times were as follows:

EENT 6 Aug 2257
BUNT 7 Aug 0523

* Moonrise 6 Aug 2303
Moonset 7 Aug 0855

12
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crew to withdraw a few yards to join friendly infantry in a position behind

another hedgerSi, leaving their gun behind.

The losses of both men and material were very heavy on both sides as a

result of the fighting in St. Barthelmy. On the US side, 1st Bn, 117th Inf Regt

lost approximately 350 troops during the .c-rning hours. B Co., 823d TDBN lost

all seven of its 3" guns involved in the action. As for the Germans, the

unexpected stiff resistance at St. Barthelmy effectively crippled their attack.

Reports place damage as high as 30 of the 50 German tanks damaged or destroyed

in the attack at St. Barthelmy. Expecting to drive westward through Juvigny and

on to Avranches, the Germans ground to a halt approximately 3km east of the town

of Juvigny.

14

S



ACTIONS FROM THE ST. BARTHELNY ENGAGEMENT

From the engagement at St. Barthelmy during the first phase of the German

counterattack (0001 - 1200 hrs, 7 Aug 44), historical records contain sufficient

information to isolate, in detail, ten distinct actions. Each of these actions
involved a US weapon or weapons system defending against German armor. Each

action occurred within a distinct time period, and within a distinct geographical

location.

Table 1 summarizes these actions. The first of these ten actions from St.

Barthelmy involved two 57mm anti-tank guns, 2 bazookas, 2 heavy machine guns, a

BAR team, and half a platoon of infantry positioned together forming a roadblock

Just north of St. Barthelmy. The roadblock was challenged shortly after midnight

on 7 Aug by 2 to 4 German tanks with accompanying infantry. The second through
seventh actions involved the four 3-inch guns of 3d Plt, B Co, 823d TO Bn

defending St Barthelmy. The eighth action was the ambush of three German tanks
by a small bazooka team from the 120th Infantry Regiment's Antitank Company. The
last two actions involved 3-inch TO guns from 1st Plt, B Co, 823d TD Bn employed

in the defense against German tanks advancing westward out of St. Barthelmy.

TABLE 1. ST. BARTHELMY ACTIONS

NUMBER TITLE

I The Roadblock at Le Fantay
2 Greene's first gun, 1st kill
3 Greene's first gun, 2nd kill
4 Greene's second gun, 1st kill
5 Greene's second gun, 2nd kill
6 Greene's third gun, 1st kill
1 Greene's third gun, 2nd kill
8 Sgt. Hardy's Patrol
9 Neel's first gun
10 Neel's second gun

15



ACTION I

NAME: The Roadblock at Le Fantay
LOCATION: Approximately 700 meters north of St. Barthelmy along the

primary north/south road.

After arriving in the early afternoon of 6 Aug, B Co., 1st Battalion, 117th
Inf Regt, established a roadblock approximately 700 meters north of St. Barthelmy
along the main road entering the town from the north. The roadblock included two
57m. anti-tank guns, 2 heavy machine guns, 1 BAR team, 2 bazookas, and half of
3rd Platoon (other sources give slight variations of the roadblock complement).
The chronology of events leading up to the German assault on the roadblock was

as follows:

6 Aug, 1645 hrs: 11 or 12 German infantry approach the roadblock, are
fired upon, and withdraw.

2030 hrs: 3 German tracked vehicles approach, are fired
upon, and withdraw. Soldiers at the roadblock hear
tanks in the distance.

2200 hrs: Tanks move up the trail within gun range, but
US troops do not fire for fear of exposing
their positions.

2215 hrs: The platoon leader requests artillery to hit the
tanks, but none began hitting the area until 0015
hours.

Shortly after midnight, 2 to 4 German tanks, accompanied by infantry,
approached the roadblock again. US troops did open fire this time. Reports

specify 15 rounds from 57mm guns being fired (10 AP and 5 HE, the latter probably
being directed at the accompanying German infantry), but do not report any tank
kills (which is not surprising considering the ineffectiveness of the 57mm gun

against the frontal armor of heavy German tanks such as the Mark V). The German
assault quickly knocked out one of the 571m guns. Judging that the German

infantry had succeeded in advancing too close to the roadblock, the roadblock
commander, a Lt. Bookter, ordered a withdrawal. After abandoning the roadblock,

US artillery adjusted fire on the position.

16



The Germans did not attempt to exploit their success at this point, but

instead remained in the vicinity of the roadblock for several hours before

proceeding with the attack. Possible explanations for the halt are: (1) the

artillery barrage forced the halt, (2) the German advance halted until

reinforcements from 1st SSPzD arrived, or (3) the unit attacking the roadblock

had not received word that the division's attack was delayed due to the late

arrival of 1st SSPzD, and attacked at the previously scheduled time (midnight).

After attacking, they may have received orders to halt in position until the rest

of the division was ready.
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ACTIONS 2-7

NANE: Greene's Towed TO Platoon in St. Barthelmy

LOCATION: In the village of St. Barthelmy, France

Most of the information in this narrative was obtained in an interview with

George Greene on 25 Jan 1990.

Primary responsibility for the defense of St. Barthelmy, laying astride the

main axis of advance to the west along the St. Barthelmy-Juvigny road, belonged
to the 1st Battalion, 117th Infantry Regiment. B Company of the 823d Tank

Destroyer Battalion supported the 117th. The mission of 3d Platoon of B Co,

commanded by Lt. George Greene, was to establish positions inside St. Barthelmy

itself, protecting the main highway which runs north from Mortain and bends west

at St. Barthelmy, and thence to Juvigny and Avranches.

Third Plt arrived in Mortain sometime before noon on 6 August. Lt. Greene

drove north through L'Abbaye-Blanche to reconnoiter the route his platoon would

use to move to St. Barthelmy and to evaluate positions for his guns in the town.

The road north from L'Abbaye-Blanche was under observation from German positions

on Hill 314 northeast of St. Barthelmy3 (not to be confused with Hill 314 east

of Mortain), and Greene and the men in his jeep were under mortar fire from the

time they left L'Abbaye-Blanche. To avoid this danger, they detoured off the

main highway at Grande la Dainie onto a sunken trail that paralleled the main

road about 100 yards to the east. Seeing that this route shielded vehicles

entering St. Barthelmy from.German-observation, Greene decided that this would

be the route his guns would use to enter St. Barthelmy. The infantrymen of the

117th, who had moved in earlier that afternoon, pointed out to Greene the

positions that had been occupied by the M-10 self-propelled tank destroyers

supporting the Ist ID. Greene didn't think the positions were located as well

as they could have been -- some of them were in gardens or cabbage patches with

very soft earth that would prohibit the guns from being moved quickly -- but he

was pressed for time and had to get his guns set up before nightfall, so he

3 Interview with Lawson Neel, 1 Dec 1990
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acquiesced, temporarily as he thought, and ordered his guns to move into those

positions.

Third Plt began moving into St. Barthelmy between 2130 hrs and 2200 hrs,

an hour or so before sunset (several reports mention the long daylight period in

the northern European summer). Using the sunken trail leading into St. Barthelmy

from the south shielded Greene's half-tracks from German observation, although

the Germans continued to fire blindly at vehicle noises. Greene believes that

using the sunken trail also helped to muffle the noise of his vehicles moving
into St. Barthelmy and that this concealed movement caused the presence of his

guns in St. Barthelmy to come as a surprise to the Germans when they attacked a
few hours later.

The 3d Plt emplaced its 3-inch TO guns between 2300 hrs and 0200 hrs, aided

by the bright, moonlit night. However, they were hampered by the fact that the
TD unit they were replacing had been a self-propelled unit which was attached to

the 1st Inf Div, and therefore there were no prepared positions suitable for the

towed guns. The platoon's crews had to content themselves with digging the tires
into the ground to reduce the guns' silhouettes. Since the 30th ID was only

supposed to be pausing briefly before resuming their advance, they were not

concerned by this lack of defensive preparation.

Third Plt had four 3-inch guns, 4 each of which had only five to seven men

in its crew rather than the usual ten, due to losses in recent fighting. Two

guns (#1 and #2) were placed at the sruth end of the village (see Figure 5),

covering the highway from Mortain to Juvigny. Gun #2's crew could not see a
stretch of the main road, the section closest to the gun, because of an

obstructing hedgerow. There was a field of fire farther down the road to the

south, however, where it came up over the lip of the hill.s The other two guns

4 The 823d TD On AR mentions that the #4 gun of 2d Pit arrived in St. Barthelmy as a reinforcement about
0430, and was placed on the west side of the road to Mortaen, about 120m in front of guns i1 and 92. This
information is unverified. If true, this gun would necessarily have been destroyed or captured early in the
battle, perhaps between 0500 and 0600. The 57mm gun belonging to the lllth's regimental Antitank Company was
also positioned in this area s9metime around midnight of 6/7 August (see Action 8).

5 Telephone Interview with George Greene, 15 Feb 1990
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